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Silent Heroes
Abstract
The war has made of Australia - a young community without traditions - a nation ... W.M. Hughes in a
foreword to Patrick MacGill, The Diggers, London, 1919. By 1919 this was a received idea which had its
source in the first dispatches from Gallipoli. During the war it was developed by newspaper editorials on
Australian troops and popular books such as C.J. Dennis's Moods of Ginger Mick (1916); soon afterwards
it was given its classic formulation by C.E.W. Bean in The Story of Anzac: The First Phase (1921).
Subsequently its significance has been examined by many historians, including Inglis, Serle, Manning
Clark, Robson, Horne, Souter and Gammage, and although it has been revised and qualified, it has never
been denied. Sixty years or more after the events that inspired it, the idea was re-examined and upheld by
W.F. Mandie in almost the same terms as it had been formulated by W.M. Hughes.1
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Silent Heroes
The war has made of Australia - a young community without traditions - a
n•tion ...
W.M. Hughes in a foreword to Patrick MacGill, The Diggers, London, 1919.

By 1919 this was a received idea which had its source in the first
dispatches from Gallipoli. During the war it was developed by newspaper editorials on Australian troops and popular books such as C.J.
Dennis's Moods of Ginger Mick (1916); soon afterwards it was given its
classic formulation by C.E.W. Bean in The Story of Anzac: The First
Phase (1921). Subsequently its significance has been examined by many
historians, including Inglis, Serle, Manning Clark, Robson, Horne,
Souter and Gammage, and although it has been revised and qualified,
it has never been denied. Sixty years or more after the events that
inspired it, the idea was re-examined and upheld by W.F. Mandie in
almost the same terms as it had been formulated by W.M. Hughes. 1
By the time Bean developed his interpretation of the bravery,
initiative, resilience and comradeship of Australian troops at Gallipoli,
the military achievement had acquired the aura of a legend. This has
several aspects, of which two are prominent: the idea that the
Australian soldiers at Gallipoli exemplified in the highest degree the
typical qualities of the Australian male, and the idea that their
participation in the First World War, first and foremost at Gallipoli, but
subsequently in the desert and on the Western Front, somehow
transformed Australia into a nation. The nature of this transformation is
generally left unclear, though it is sometimes regarded as a human
sacrifice, or initiation by blood into nationhood, 2 a barbaric idea exposed
and firmly rejected in The Boys Who Stole the Funeral (1980) by Les
Murray. 3 However, it is not necessary to put this interpretation upon
the events. All that need be suggested is that Australian troops, an
unknown quantity until 1915, revealed a distinct quality as warriors and
proved that they were equal to the best. The fact that the immediate
recipients of this proof were the valiant Turks who were up against
them is of no consequence for the legend. The significant point is that
Australian troops proved their mettle in the company of British
regiments with a heritage of battle honours, to British officers who were
otherwise shocked by the disrespect and lack of discipline of the
Australians when they were not actually fighting the enemy. C.E.W.
Bean noted that the first to eulogise the Australians was the British
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correspondent of The Times. The novelist Compton Mackenzie, who
had bee n p oste d to Gallipoli on the staff of the British commander,
General Sir Ian Hamilton , recalled his first en counter with the
Australians in Homeric terms; the passage deserves to be quoted at
length, because it suggests that several aspects of the legend were
influenced by British perceptions .
Much has been written about the splendid appearance of those Australian
troops; but s plendid appearance seems to introduce somehow an atmosphere of
the parade-ground . Such litheness and powerful grace did not want the parade
ground; that was to take it from the jungle to the circus. Their beauty, for it
really was heroic, should hav~ been c~lebrated in hexameter~. not h ead hn e~
There was not one of those glo rious young men 1 saw that day who m1ght not
himself have been Ajax or Diomed, Hector or Achilles. Their almost complete
nudity, their tallness and majestic simplicity of line, their rose-brown flesh
burnt by the sun and purged of all grossness by the ordeal through which they
were passing, all these united to create something as near to absolute beauty as
I shall hope ever to see in this world . The dark glossy green of the arbutus
leaves made an incomparable background for these shapes of heroes, ...
I overtook Pollen, Sir Tan Jlamilton' s Military Secretary, talking to three
Aus tralians, not one of whom was less than six feet four inches tall . Pollen,
who had a soft, somewhat ecclesiastical voice, was saying:
' Have you chaps heard that they've given General Bridges a posthumous
K.C.M.G.?'
' Have they?' one of the giants replied. 'Well, that won' t do him much good
where he is now, will it, mate?'
Poor Pollen, who was longing to be sympathetic and not to mind the way these
Australians would stare at h1s red tabs without saluting, walked on a little
depressed by his effort at making conversation, ... He looked carefully at the
ground when he me t the next lot, whereupon they all gave him an elaborate
salu te, and then, because he looked up too late to acknowledge it one of them
turned to the othe rs and said :
' I suppose that's what they call breeding?'
They really were rather difficult; and so, no doubt, was Achilles. 4

Paradoxically, the idea that the war contributed to Australian nationhood
places the country's emergence as a nation firmly in the imperial context,
and even though a strain of anti-Britishness pervades the evidence which
supports the idea, this did not, at the time, weaken the spirit of imperial
loyalty.'
It is hardly necessary to suggest why there is nothing in the writing
of Australian combatants quite like the passage from Compton
Mackenzie's Callipoli M em ories, but it is remarkable that no writing at
all by Australian combatants is enshrined in the legend which stems
from Gallipoli. If the manly business of war is somehow bound up with
the idea of Australia , the heroes whose exploits made the nation seem
to have been strangely silent about it. They are celebrated in a legend
sustained by folk memory, rituals and institutions, but not in the
h exameters which Compton Mackenzie suggested were appropriate to
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their exploits. Whereas a handful of combatant writings have assumed
a canonical place in English and American (as well as French and
German) literature, in Austraha, which is c;upposed to have gained a
national identity through the war, there is no writing which has
achieved the canonical status of the trench poetry of Owen, Sassoon
and Rosenberg, the memoirs (sometimes fictionalised) of survivors such
as Aldington, Graves, Sassoon and Blunden, or the war novels which
appeared in the United States in the twenties.~ It seems that either
Australia's heroic combatants were silent, or they were silenced by the
legend they inspired, at least until the revival of the Anzac tradition
which began around the time Inglis wrote his first articles about it.
Th1s silence, of course, is only comparative. The extensive researches of
john La1rd brought to light a quantity of combatant writing, especially in
verse, but h1s own survey articles demonstrated that much of it was hke
the ephemeral writing which the war evoked everywhere." Almost all of
this dropped into obliv1on, and even combatant writers such as Leon
Gellert, Ilarley Matthews and Leonard Mann, who are well-represented
m John Laird's anthology, are barely mentioned in histories of Australian
literature. Their relative obscurity, and the general neglect of writings by
combatants in the First World War, is not simply a matter of quality, for
that IS not the only, or even the essential, cond1tion for canonical status.
Rather, I would suggest, it i-. the outcome of a diSJUnction between the
ideals enshrined in the Anzac legend and the experiences recorded or
depicted in the writings of combatants. It is this which has inspired
silence.
At first glance there seem to be some striking exceptions or counterexamples to these generalisations. The finest novel of the First World
War, The Middle Parts of Forfun! was written by an Australian-born
author, but Frederic Manning, like Martin Boyd, enlisted and fought in
an English regiment and his novel IS one of the great literary documents
of the Somme campaign (a turnmg point m Bntish attitudes to the war)
which took place over a year later than the Gallipoli landings. Unlike so
many of the war novelists and memorists, Manning did not envisage the
war m terms of somethmg else, such as pastoral, farce or allegorical
quest, or depict it in 1mpersonal mechanistic terms. His novel insistently
confronts the war as a human phenomenon, and depicts the way human
beings are implicated in something of their own making. This is what
gives the book depth and universal significance." Its relevance is general,
not specific, whereas Australian specificness is at the heart of the Anzac
legend.
Leonard Mann's Flesh ;n Armour, on the contrary, is pervaded with a
sense of Australian distinction
Smce we had been in f:ngland, however, the feelings wh1ch had been mstilled
into htm bv h1s father had weakened more and more as those of h1s distinctive

172

Bruce Clunies Ross

Australian nationality were nurtured by his resentment towards the cold alien
English.
He stared at a brass-hat, and insolently neglected to salute him.
The Australians - the Australians. Ah, if the five divisions had been there,
company on company. But they were scattered into different corps. They
should all be one - one corps, and one indivisible in body as they were in
spirit. Were the Tommies afraid of the new nations? 10

The novel which begins with these speculations ends with the
Australians united in Monash's offensive on 8 August 1918. In the
penultimate paragraph the reader is admitted to Johnny Wright's
reflections on the war and its aftermath:
they would be going home soon to mingle again with their own people in their
own land. Some effect that return would have. They were a people. The war
had shown that. The A.l.F. - was it not the first sign that they were, the first
11
manifestation that a spirit had begun to work in the material mass?

and the novel ends with a celebration of Australia's military
achievement as recorded in the General's dispatches.
Flesh in Armour certainly reflects one aspect of the Anzac tradition,
but this is introduced schematically and discursively. It is asserted
rather than built into the story, with the result that the passages
recording the evolution of Australian consciousness often read more
like uplifting essays than fiction. The story depicts the experience of
Australians fighting in the trenches on the Western Front; Gallipoli,
which is at the heart of the tradition, is only invoked at the end, as a
recollection 'which seemed centuries ago'.
Ion Idriess fought at Gallipoli, though he was not in the original
landing, and the published version of his war diary, The Desert
Column, 12 begins in the Dardenelles on 18 May 1915. Although Gallipoli
has an important place in the book its main subject is the Australian
Light Horse in Palestine and Sinai, culminating in the magnificient
charge which captured Beersheba. 13 The book reveals that in these
campaigns it was possible to preserve heroic attitudes to war as an
occasion for glory, yet the focal image of the Anzac was not formed on
the victorious heroes of Beersheba. When the Light Horseman was
embraced by the Anzac legend it was in his dismounted role where he
was distinguished only by the plumes on his hat. 14
The accounts of the fighting at Gallipoli in Idriess's book do not spare
the horrors of war. At Lone Pine he recorded the way the bodies of
soldiers killed in action remained half-buried underfoot or were built
into the parapets of the trench system:
Of all the bastards of places this is the greatest bastard in the world. And a
dead man's boot in the firing possy has been dripping grease on my overcoat
and the coat will stink forever.

Silent Heroes

173

Yet in the same passage he recorded how
We have just been chuckling over a bit of fun away up at Quinn's Post. The
boys rigged up quite an inviting bull's-eye and waved it above the trench . Each
time the Turks got a bull, the boys would mark a bull. For an outer they
marked an outer, for a ~iss they yelled derision. The Turks laughed loudly and
blazed away like sports. 1'

The ability to sustain this sporting attitude to war in the circumstances
of Lone Pine is astonishing, yet it was one way of coping with the
horror, and the constant problem of bare survival. It is the rough
equivalent of the cavalier attitudes of such soldier-poets as Julian
Grenfell, who considered war a big picnic where one could enjoy being
dirty and never had to change one's clothes, and it suggests the
persistence of the idealistic gallantry of the first months of the war
which was exemplified in Rupert Brooke's war sonnets and Grenfell's
'Into Battle', written four days after the Anzac landing, on the faraway
Ypres front. 16
At the same time, on the Gallipoli peninsula, Leon Gellert, who had
been in the Anzac landing, was composing verses which avoided
uplifting sentiments and rejected the rhetoric of heroism and sacrifice. 17
'Church Parade - Anzac, May 3rd, 1915', which alludes to what was
presumably the first church service on the Australian front, a week
after the landing, explicitly confronts noble sentiments with the
experience of solders in combat, by juxtaposing the Padre's consoling
words with the thoughts of his congregation.
'He giveth mercy for the taking
And the blessed Day is due,
With a brighter morning breaking
Lovelier than ye ever knew.'
('Nobby Clarke'll take some wakin',
So will Toby Mason, too'!)

This poem, and others like 'The jester in the Trench', deploy the bitter
ironies which became a convention of war poetry, to which Yeats later
objected, because they so turned easily to sentimentality. It is certainly
true that as the war progressed the gap between the rhetoric behind the
lines and the experience of the men in the trenches became increasingly
noticeable, and the facile irony this engendered became a cliche, yet the
way in which the circumstances of the war at the front exposed the
hollowness of almost any words uttered in the rear was starkly
apparent to the men in the trenches, and was part of their experience.
It reinforced, if it did not inspire, the sense that what they were going
through was incommunicable (except to each other) and it almost
certainly gave rise to the relative silence of Australian combatants.
This silence was broken, of course, in poems which expressed this
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frustrating barrier and thus transcended it, and Gellert's were some of
the earliest in this vein. They foreshadow the work of Sassoon, to
whom Gellert has been compared, but Sassoon did not cross to France
until 7 November 1915, and although his first front-line poem was
written soon afterwards, his first disillusioned and critical poems were
not written until after the opening of the battle of the Somme, on 1
June 1916.
Unlike Sassoon, Gellert did not establish a single characteristic voice
as a war poet. He composed only a small number of poems, and these
are varied in tone, but they include a few lyrics which convey the
experience of the Anzacs at Gallipoli more intimately than any other
Australian war writing. 'These Men' is quite different from 'Church
Parade .. . ' and much finer in its control of syntax and rhythms, ideas
and images.
Men moving in a trench, in the clear noon,
Whetting their steel within the crumbling earth;
Men, moving in a trench ' nea th a new moon
That smiles with a slit mouth and has no mirth;
Men moving in a trench in the grey morn,
Lifting bodies on their clotted frames;
Men with narrow mouths thin-carved in scorn
That twist and fumble strangely at dead names.
These men know life - know death a little more,
These men see paths and ends, and see
Beyond some swinging open door
Into eternity.

Mood and feeling are precisely evoked through the rhythms, as they
modulate from the solemn regularity of the first six lines, defined by
the adjacent strong accents at the beginning and end of the first line of
each pair, to the lighter more informal movement of the second part of
the poem, as the closing lines are curtailed towards 'eternity', the only
polysyllabic rhyming word in the poem . The adjacent accents in the
opening lines sound a muffled, funereal note, but any hint that this
might be merely a conventional gesture is avoided by the irregularity of
the close. This gives the poem a more authentic tone than Laurence
Binyon's 'For The Fallen' which is standardly recited on Anzac Day, or
the Jines from Kipling's 'Recessional' which adorn most Australian War
Memorials. However, ' These Men' embodies sentiments which the
rituals of Anzac remembrance have subdued. These surface at the point
where the tonal m odulation begins, in the scorn of the men whose
'mouths thin-carved' suggest the image of the crescent moon, which is,
of course, the Turkish emblem.
Gellert's Gallipoli poems are barely remembered and have failed to
find a place in the legends of Anzac. The same goes for the early prose
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sketches of military life and the Gallipoli narratives in verse written
long after the event, by Harley Matthews, the other combatant poet
who was at Gallipoli. 18 Matthews had some significance in the
development of Australian poetry through his creation of an irregular
kind of verse, based on variously accented decasyllabic lines,
interspersed with shorter lines and occasional rhyme, which is
appropriate to the vernacular tone of soldiers' stories. These make up
the substance of Matthews' narratives, which attune the reader to the
voices and sentiments of men at the front. 'Women are not
Gentlemen', for example, recovered by Les Murray in The New Oxford
Book of Australian Verse, concerns a dangerously unfashionable
subject, the misogyny of soldiers and the frequently attested battlefield
legend that a particularly deceptive and effective enemy sniper is
actually a woman with a contempt for the codes of combat. This is
hardly compatible with the ideals of the Anzac legend.
Matthews' poetry has an informality, and therefore conveys a sense
of authenticity, which is completely opposite to the artificiality of
William Baylebridge's An Anzac Muster, the most elaborate attempt to
incorporate the Anzac legend in a literary work. [t is not known
precisely when the first edition of this book appeared but it was
apparently published privately in 1921 or 1922, which would make it a
relatively early example of First World War prose. 1 ~ Although
Baylebridge revised it later, according to his usual practice, he did not,
apparently, alter its underlying principles. These suggest that by the
time the book was written, the Anzac legend had developed all its
essential aspects: the idea that Australian troops had heroic virtues
which set them apart; the idea that their slaughter was a national
sacrifice, and quite explicitly, in a tale called 'Bill's Religion', as well as
in the conclusion, the invocation of the spirit of Anzac as a substitute
religion.
as the Squatter . . . looked across the still, the illimitable miles of shining
pastures, it became peopled with a multitude of heroic shapes - forms with
calm eyes, and brows touched to splendour; the deep silence, too, as his heart
listened, grew eloquent with tumultuous music; and a great voice, surely a
divine voice, in exultation cried. Well done, ye good and faithful ones! Blessed

are ye; for such is the Kingdom of Earth. (p. 257)

An Anzac Muster is pervasively flawed, indeed ruined, by the same
faults which mar Baylebridge's poetry; insincerity and pretension. 20
Even without the 'Author's Preface' and 'Protest', the form of the
book, a cycle of tales with its sources in Boccaccio and explicitly in
Chaucer, tempts the author into using the bridge-passages for selfregarding and superior observations on narrative style and moral point,
thus alienating the reader. However, the 'Preface', a tutorial debate
between the 'author' and a panegyrical essay on his own work,
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undermines the reader's faith in his sincerity from the very beginning.
The 'author' never denies the praise embodied in the panegyric, so that
the debate proceeds on the assumption that it is well-deserved; his
argument against it is simply a concern that it might have an adverse
effect on the reader, and this is exactly the effect the 'Preface' produces.
The reader who gets as far as the 'Protest' - and I doubt if many would
- will only be more convinced than ever that the author doth protest
too much.
Curiously, the panegyrist praises the 'author's' candour and
simplicity of style, when it is the very absence of these qualities which
ruin the book. Compared to almost any prose of the First World War,
except perhaps e.e. cummings Enormous Room (1922) or David Jones
In Parenthesis (1937), the style is far from simple. On the contrary, it is
artificial and affected in the same way as the Georgian prose which
Cyril Connolly characterized as 'mandarin' when contrasted with the
prose of Hemingway, 21 and the stilted effect is compounded by
Baylebridge's avoidance of auxilliary verbs and preference for inversion.
The dominant tone is derived from Norse sagas and Old English heroic
poetry, or rather, the style in which these were translated in the
nineteenth century.
Baylebridge perhaps had a further aim in employing this style. The
sagas and Old English poetry are notable for their wry litotes, and
Australian speech is supposed to have a similar terse quality.
Baylebridge may have hoped to match the two, so that his Anzacs
would seem to revive the Old Germanic heroic code. The attempt is a
failure. The laboured repetition of formulae only adds to the contrived
artificiality of the narrative, and individual speeches do not ring true;
This Black Mack lay stiff because of his wounds; he could not turn. Looking,
with dull eyes, at the roof, he replied slowly: 'The luck was, and is not. Let the
dead dog lie. The land 1 come out of will breed men enough'. (p. 76)

The effect is pretentious rather than candid.
This style also enables Baylebridge to be evasive. The opening tale
'Lone Pine' contains nothing that could not have been discovered from
correspondents' despatches, and the details of hand-to-hand fighting
are in generalized form:
Many, with clubbed rifle, split out the brains of others, trodden soon to mud on
the floor there . Bombs, knives, whatever came next to hand, both foe and
friend brought into use enough. (p. 63)

This has a counterfeit tone when set beside the account of Lone Pine in
Idriess's journal (as it is, in fact, in John Laird's anthology). The whole
paragraph from which it is taken is made up on the pattern of battle
scenes in Old English poetry or the sagas, and Baylebridge obviously
wanted his Anzacs to be viewed as a comitatus (O.E. hyrd) - in the Old
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Germanic heroic tradition, an elite fighting group held together by
bonds of honour and obligations of service. However, as in his style
and his general philosophy of life, Baylebridge did not draw directly on
his sources, but on current vulgarizations of them. 22 He invoked a
romantic version of the Old Germanic code which associated it with
race. An idea that the Australian race (whatever that is) is supreme
over the individual pervades the book. It is explicit in titles such as 'All
Flesh Is One' and it emerges strongly in Baylebridge's view of death in
battle:
Our comrade, having passed thus the confines of the flesh is not dead ... he is
extended into and through that being indivisible and no t to perish, that his race
knows .
. . . Sacrifice, 0 ye living, to the resurrection! (pp.139 & 9)

We see here the implications of viewing the Anzac tradition as a blood
sacrifice. Baylebridge makes it even clearer in a tale called 'Bill's
Religion', in which the tenth commandment is: 'Thou shalt Jay down
thy life for more life' (p. 124).
The writers I have considered are only incidentally mentioned in
Australian literary histories, and the situation is the same for others,
such as Frank Wilmot or J.P . McKinney, whose work I have been
unable to include. 23 The few literary treatments of the war which made
Australia hardly broke the silence which reigned until recently and
some surviving combatants, such as Bill Harney and Martin Boyd, did
not write about their war experiences until near the end of their lives.24
There is also a silence in some of the literature in which the war has
only an incidental role. Stan Parker 'would not be coaxed into telling
the interminable boys' adventure stories'2.s when he returned from the
war, and Hurtle Duffield in Patrick White's later novel, The Vivisector
buries his war experience. In Kylie Tennant's Foveaux/ 6 Jimmy Rolfe
returns unobtrusively and divulges almost nothing.
This silence might be partly explained by the fact that the Anzac
tradition sets the Australian (and New Zealand) experience apart from
the common experience of war. Though it acquired other associations,
the Anzac tradition is centred on events which took place on the
Gallipoli peninsular in 1915, and these justify the celebrated reputation
of Anzac troops. At this time, the heroic spirit and gallant attitudes to
sacrifice which were released by the outbreak of war still prevailed.
Action and words seemed to match, and the gap between front and
rear was yet to appear.
Between the failure of the Gallipoli campaign and the battle of the
Somme, which ~reduced 60,000 casualties, a third of them killed on the
7
first day alone, these attitudes were reversed. Heroic ideals became
insupportable in a war of attrition, though they continued to be voiced
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from behind the lines and in propaganda. The outcome of the war, as a
turning point for European culture, was the change which occured in
1916 from the heroic optimism which had prevailed until then, to the
bitterness and disillusion expressed by such poets as Sassoon, Owen
and Rosenberg, and in the post-war years by the memoirists and
novelists. 28
However, bitterness and disillusion are incompatible with the Anzac
tradition, in which heroic attitudes, including the ideal of sacrifice, are
fossilized, despite the fact that Australians fought in some of the
bloodiest battles on the Western Front. The Anzac legend about the
making of Australian nationality is centred on events which were
regarded elsewhere as marking the collapse of civilization. These had a
profound effect on European literature; they fostered a distrust of
rhetoric, an insistence on sincerity, a belief that it is safest to trust in
individual experience and a sense of the fragmentary nature of things.
These characteristics are apparent not only in the combatant writing,
where they are explained, but also in other works, such as The Waste
Land and Ezra Pound's Hugh Selwyn Mauberley. The very idea that
death in battle is somehow a noble sacrifice for nationhood is called 'the
old lie' in Owen's ironically titled Dulce Et Decorum Est 29 and mocked
in Pound's well-known lines:
Died some, pro patria,
non 'dulce' non ' et decor' ...
walked eye-deep in hell
believing in old men's lies, then unbelieving
came home, home to a lie,
home to many deceits,
home to old lies and new infamy;JO

The Anzac tradition had to exclude this. It was concerned with
creating a rhetoric rather than exposing it. Where much of the
European and American literature of the war was de-mythologizing,
Anzac involved the making of a legend and a myth. If one lesson of the
war, after 1916, and even after a week on Gallipoli according to Gellert,
was to discover the dangerous delusions of the old rhetoric, then the
silent or subdued response of Australian combatant writers to the
evolving Anzac tradition is not surprising. To express the actual
individual experience of war, and especially of combat, would run
counter to it. Leonard Mann acknowledged part of the Anzac spirit;
William Baylebridge tried to exploit, but precisely because the war
made sincerity of language an issue, and Baylebridge insisted so
egregiously on his own, his book rings false.
After Leon Gellert, the disillusioned note was rarely sounded until
Bill Harney recorded his war experience for the ABC. and Martin Boyd
wrote about his war. In Boyd's ironically titled novel When Blackbirds
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Sing (1962), 31 Dominic Langton goes to war out of a sense of personal
honour, believing that his own fight will also be a fight for country and
Empire. When he returns 'he d[oes] not want to think about anything
to do with the army. All that cult of death was over for him', and like
Siegfried Sassoon, he throws away his medals. Bill Harney did not even
bother to send for his medals. When he returned, he 'got off at
Melbourne and went straight through' riding 'eight hundred miles to
Borroloola on a horse to forget all about it'. He remained silent for forty
years:
1' d never crack on that 1' d been to the war. I was somehow ashamed of the war
... I often get a message from the Ninth Infantry Battalion, where they ask after
me and I think a lot of them because they were all good fellows. But I could
never get away from the hatred I had for war and all it stood for. 32

A.B. Facey was in many ways a typical digger of the type admired by
Compton Mackenzie. He was twenty years old when he enlisted in
1914, and a bushman exactly six feet tall. Just before he joined up, he
had been working as a prize-fighter in a boxing troupe. His
autobiography reaches its climax in a short but vivid account of the
Gallipoli campaign, which he saw from the first day. It is completely
lacking in heroics, but records the details of slaughter, fear and the
terrible experience of killing in hand-to-hand combat which haunted
him for the rest of his life. There is no sense of personal or national
glory in his conclusion, which runs counter to the Anzac tradition:
People do terrible things in wars, in the name of their country and beliefs. It is
something that I find very sad and frightening.''

The response to war of two typical diggers, Harney and Facey, like
the patrician response of Martin Boyd, reveals the ambivalence of the
Anzac legend . It fixed the values of 1914-15 and mediated between the
diggers and the patriotic hopes of Australians at home, thus bridging,
or concealing, the gap between the values of the men at the front and
the rhetoric behind the lines which is exposed in most war literature.
Nothing which happened after 1915, including the appalling Australian
casualty rate, could obscure the legend. On the contrary, subsequent
events were seen to reinforce it. Yet at the same time it blocked the
general lesson of the war; the disillusion with a civilization which could
tolerate death and destruction on a scale unsurpassed in any other
conflict, for a cause which seemed increasingly hard to justify. If this is
how it seemed to Siegfried Sassoon, who was brought up a gentleman
in the English shires, it must have seemed even less justifiable to
diggers from the distance of Australia.
As the events upon which the tradition is based recede its mythic
attributes become even more prominent. Asked how he felt when the
America's Cup challenge was tied with one race to go, the yachtsman
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and financial wizard Mr Alan Bond invoked the spirit of Gallipoli. 'We
had our backs to the wall then too' he is reported to have said, 34 'but
we won that one'.
Actually, Alan, we lost.
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